CHAPTER NINE

A DAILY MINIMUM OF
MENTAL PRAYER?

One of the common effects of a retreat experience is a desire
for a more intimate relationship with the Lord. The retreatant
looks around for things to do that will preserve this new-found
joy, and even deepen it. And one of the most common decisions
is to get really serious about the prayer life. Very often thereisin
the rules of one’s congregation an obligation to a specific quan-
tity of daily mental prayer. Commonly this is not a firm part of
the retreatant’s past year, and he feels that he must make sure it
becomes a part of his life this coming year.

Recently, in a workshop on the spiritual life, I began by
setting up a case of such a retreatant. I imagined the retreatant
coming to get advice on how much time to put aside each day
for mental prayer, and when to make it. Six of the fourteen
people present suggested a minimum of forty-five minutes.
Four others suggested a thirty-minute minimum. One sug-
gested twenty minutes as a minimum. The most common sug-
gestion on when to make it was the early morning. The late
evening was suggested by a few. I think that these suggestions
would be rather common today.

Let us look briefly at a suggestion made by St. John
Chrysostom:

He who prays should not try after long prayer, but should
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pray often, for both Christ and St. Paul teach us to make

use very frequently of short prayers, repeated frequently

at intervals.
Now Chrysostom was a desert monk for a time. These monks
got into the whole question of prayer, so his suggestion is not
just a surface impulse, nor is it meant for beginners only.

What harm does Chrysostom see in long prayer!

Should you pray at great length, it will often happen that

you open yourself to attacks of the devil, giving him ready

access to your mind to distract and upset you, leading you

away from what you are saying.
I can just imaging telling my dear novice master that I stopped
praying after three minutes for fear the devil would get in, as
blessed Chrysostom warns.

But if you give yourself up to short, frequent prayer,
dividing up the time of prayer discreetly, you will easily
retain control of your mind, while making such prayer
with greater recollection.!!

Notice the values he sets forth: attention is critical. Length may

harm that critical value, so it is not advisable. Brief prayer can
be attentive.

Is Chrysostom a single voice speaking in a way that is far from
the actual tradition in the early centuries? Let us hear St.
Augustine. He is writing to a woman who is starting a “house of
prayer,” the lady Proba. Augustine tells her that attention
should never be forced.

The brethren in Egypt are reported to have very frequent
and very brief prayers; the prayers are, as it were, quick
and ejaculatory, for fear the wide-awake conscious atten-
tion so indispensable in prayer should vanish or lose its
keenness by prolonged exercises. And in this they show
plainly enough that, just as this attention should not be
allowed to exhaust itself if it cannot continue for long, so
neither should it be suddenly suspended if it be sustained.

This is rather strange, and so different from our practice

today. Augustine maintains that prayer should be shortened to
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suit the capacity of the soul, rather than that the 501'11 be I_florce'cl
to do something it cannot continue over a long period. ere is
that same set of values that we saw in Chrysostom: attﬁntll(z{n blS
the key to effective prayer, and the lfength of prayer should be
determined by its effect upon attention.

“The brethren in Egypt are reported to have Very.fre’queflt
and very brief prayers.” Not just "freq\fen,t’ and l})lnef’b a}sflirsl
Chrysostom, but “very frequent and very brief. .Now o}:v 1°1eh
brief? These are desert monks and contemplatives. Perhaps they
mean: don’t go over four hours; keep it shor(t!—arf hour or two.
In his next sentence Augustine spells it out. Thf:lr prayerls) a.rt;,
as it were, quick and ejaculatory.” Now that is rat}?er I’lf 1
Ejaculatory! And then Augustine gives the reason why menta
prayer should be brief: : it

. for fear the wide-awake conscious attention so indispens-
able in prayer should vanish or lose its keenness by pro-
longed exercises.!?
There it?s again: attention as an absolute in effective prayer, the
determinant of how long prayer should be. VIS .

What a different world this is from the spirituality that is
common today where a minimum daily input of mental Prlayf'er
is considered by many—if not most—to be an essenn;;) for
spiritual growth. On most lists for thmgs to be done tc;l ring
about renewal, the daily mental prayer input ranks at the top.
We do not consider it likely that intim:acy with God w11.l Ton'le
into a person’s life without such a practice. There are artic ez;g
spiritual magazines on how this pe.zrson a‘nd that experletrilme
great growth when they began giving their prayer morel .
Yet this minimum daily input of mental prayer was not always

i d all that vital. '
Cog:d';fomas Aquinas specifically raised the question: how
long should prayer be. His response: :

It is becoming that prayer should last only so long as is
useful for arousing the fervor of interior desire; but- when
it goes beyond this measure, so that it cannot last without
tedium, prayer is not to be stretched out.!
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If only I had had that text when I was a novice!

Notice that St. Thomas has a norm. If a person comes to the
fervor of interior desire quickly—is, in other words, in consola-
tion—his prayer will be short. This is similar to the suggestion
of St. Ignatius Loyola: to pray longer in desolation. It also spells
out that prayer has a purpose in which length of time is
irrelevant.

What if someone said to you: “Today I must go to the doctor.
Iam worried about it. ] am not sure how longIshould stay. And
I'm not sure what to say—I’m trying to be as well prepared as
can. ButI fear I will be very distracted and inattentive. So could
you help me? How long should 1 stay in the doctor’s office; what
are some things I can say that would make it a useful experience;
how can I avoid becoming distracted?” You would know atonce
that this person is confused about the basic meaning of a doctor.
These questions never get asked because a visit to a doctor hasa

clear goal that dictates each of the answers; and once that goal is
grasped, the questions disappear. Does our present-day concern
with quantity in prayer reveal a fundamental misunderstand-
ing of what prayer is about, or more aptly, what God is about in
our prayer time! The emphasis on quantity of mental prayerisa
relatively recent development in the history of the Church, and
became common only in an age when Scripture was much less
to the fore than it had always been, and than it is again
becoming.

St. Ignatius Loyola was not eager to see his men get into the
habit of long prayer. He said on different occasions, * ... of a
hundred men given to long prayer the majority of them or
‘ninety of them,’ or ‘ninety-nine of them’ ordinarily come to
grave consequences.” It is not a ringing endorsement of our
current trend.

Someone directed by St. Francis De Sales presented for his
approval a daily schedule of spiritual exercises which began

with one hour of prayer. The saint crossed this out and in its
place put “24 hours.”
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Yet St. Francis prayed at length. As did St. Ignatil'xs.f Aﬁ did, ag
times, Jesus. Did Jesus urge long mental prayer zn hl; o t(:)“{eorr;
Though Jesus had much to say about prayer, he Iie ers e
prayer—as best as I have been al?le to fmd—o? ky t:\vlc ; e
those references are not encourageing. Do( tnot be li i the pag d
who think that they will win God’s favors .bef(:ause tl eir pray ot
are long” (Matt 6:7, Good News). And again: You1 awyers, ern
rob widows’ inheritances and you cloak itin your ong Cp;ray
(Mark 12:40). In neither case is he pushlng the prac.: 1f ? st

From Jesus, the early Church took a string of br’l’e pcrlaythé
such as “Help my unbelief,” “Lord, that I may see, % afn —the
most famous—“Lord, have mercy on me a sinner,” romh' ¢
parable of the Pharisee and the Publican, an ejaculation wplcu 1
became over the course of time the Jes?s Prayer. From art
comes the exhortation to pray always Wth}‘l played a; gréﬁt pah
in the development of prayer approach'es in the. early u;c 1%

If mental prayer of regular length—.flfteen minutes or a dato
hour or an hour each day—is not so 1mp(.)rt;mt as we ten i
make it, what is the nature of the spiritual ll’r:e. How czla:n c;l ser; St
of brief, ejaculatory prayers open us to th‘e gift of Gg Gs deif;pnOt
intimacy? This is the crux: the deepf.est intimacy w1tl o kst
dependent on a regular minimum input qf mental pray 'f; o

what then does it depend? Doesn’t God first de§n:f t(l)l glk -
with a regular prayer life (e.g., a daily balf bour faithfu }:, hip h:
because that gift must precede, or ordinarily precede.z, t c}a\ tgdo
est gifts of union with Him? No. He haslother gifts .t a e
precede the highest, but this focus on a daily prayer time
falﬁ;fvain this be? How can ejaculations suffice? What are tl'le
elements that do count, elements that may not be Il‘l)resc;entn z)rl
long prayer? Is it possible that long prayer apprqac; es OWth'
stress those elements in prayer that are most crucial to %rfo !
Such a radically different suggestion about the‘prayer i ef;xs is
made by St.John and St. Augustine and St. Ig'natlus comesI Zn;
thinking about the spiritual life in a rather different way. It1
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view of spirituality where faith plays a decisive role
I would like, then, to say something about faith .in

d}en about faith in the sense of God’s gift of faith ﬁe? i
dlscus.s the crucial role of faith in the spiritual life ar’ldehore'I
lends itself to brief, frequent prayer rather than long’ stret how p
prayer. Here are a few words on faith. e
: Your pr9vincial comes to you, the province treasurer. “We’
]uit been given over a million dollars, Where should v;/e in o
it?” Your brother works for the government agency that ‘iTSt
cates contracts on government jobs. You call him inyW;i h% .
ton. He tells you, “I've got all my money right now in the Er“;g‘
Construction Company. It’s just about to get a huge goveamsj
;:::’f contract; and if you look at the market, you’ll see it’s rising

You put the money i
—— y into Brady stock. Each day you notice it’s
x gnday faftemoon at 2:00, you get a call from your brother. *
Ha to gointo the boss’s office today to put a paper on his desk
aded l\:;:ezv:a}i. Ihcollglldg’t help but notice a letter on his desk
0 John Brady. The contract is not a i
pproved. I right
::aY call;c.i my br(?ker. I don’t think Brady Construction v%ill
s z11°vlive i 1s rejection. Now you’ve got an hour before the
; et (;: oses. By Monday everyone will be pulling out.”
- z(l)xt o Jus}: vsihat your brother did: you sell the stock But you
see the letter. What you saw was e '6 tised
ach day’s rise in the
::}a:;lt(et report. To all appearances, all was going well. Despite
e hz(‘),u lslee, 3(710111: are;1 selling the stock. That is because of what
¢ heard. Faith is blind, we say. B ith i

; s y. But faith is not deaf. If
,f,aolth Izlv.ere deaf, there would be no faith, No phone call means
: selling of the stock. But faith is blind. It does not see the

etter, the truth beneath the appearances.

.Falth hears what it doesn’t
witness, someone who does see
speaks the truth to you,
nature of what you see. Fa

see. It requires, therefore, a
. what you don’t, a witness who
a witness who reveals the illusory
ith, then, is a hearing. Itis a hearing
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experience. You did not sell because of any reasoning of yours.
No. You sold because you got a phone call, and what you heard
was something not subject to reason at all.

Faith has many meanings in human conversation. But the
meaning that it has in the gospel is a hearing of a witness who
assures me of what I myself cannot see. What makes me prefer
to believe him rather than my own eyes—that we will take up
soon. For the moment we need the fact that faith always
involves a witness who does see and who speaks to me in some
way and whom I hear and whose words I choose to act upon.

Now let us take an example of faith in the gospel area. There
are events in our world where God appears to be in control. The
bad weather breaks just before the outdoor graduation. A
nephew gets a good job after everyone has been praying hard.
Someone bounces back from an operation. There are also
events where God does not appear to be in control. A young
mother dies. A brother keeps on drinking, and it keeps getting
worse. Children starve to death on East Timor.

That is our world: a mixture of events. In some, God’s hand
appears strong; in others, absent.

How to build our faith, in such a world? If God’s hand always
appeared strong, the building of faith would be so easy. But
given this mix of events, what path will lead to a strong faith?

We have a tendency to focus on the good things: the weather
we needed, the job he got, the curing of someone. We fix our
attention on the good things that happen. Gradually we can
build up an image of the world where only the good things hap-
pen. We can, then, say and feel, “God always comes through.”

But, of course, this isn’t faith at all. It’s an illusion. Most of the
real world has to be ignored, left out. This fake faith requires a
constant turning away from reality. Certain TV shows I turn
off. “They depress me—to see all those people starving, sick.”
Certain parts of the city are avoided. My world narrows. This
fake faith can be consoling, but it is not from the Lord. Itis a
natural, instinctive way of responding to the evil, the apparent

absence of God from certain areas of our world.

y
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To get at the real faith experience, I would like to us
example from Jesus’ own life. I am not a Scripture scholare ar;
have no reputation to lose if I am reading into the text bu’ti(l)x
example will be most useful anyway. : s

.Jesus encounters a crowd of people, and he is moved with
pity (’}\/Iatt 9:36-39). He sees them as “sheep without a she
he.:rd, a very depressing image. But with the next verse Je s
will make a strong positive statement about the same scene 'I§ll1ls
gOS[?t?l does not tell us how come he changes from ne ati.ve te
posm:'e. I suggest: perhaps it was those words "withougt a she .
herd.” These are abandoned people. They are without a sh b
hferd. In the midst of his feeling sad at their abandoned | ei-
did Jesus hear, “Who calls these people ‘shepherdless’? I amotoh ’
shepherd of Israel. These people are not abandoned :The are
my chosen people.” Did Jesus enter into—through a éaith es;( .
rience, a hearing experience—a deeper sense of God’s comr:ii‘
ment to Israel? Certainly he had faith experiences, and th :
were central to his mission as savior. Did he here bec;om e
degnly aware of God’s determination to save this peoplee7more
hardo;itif,fol:tl:ls HLS 1'nvolvem.ent with this people. He is at work,
S , right in thfe r.mdst of this scene, though it doesn’t
et Z ;:; %uttl‘.ie. is (l;l:-j-le;i at work, secretly. It is hidden
1 es. But it is imself who is at work secretl
llil;iea iie.ed,c'hlccilden bfaneath the depressing appearances. AnZi’
o 1ss od who is at work, then it is surely an effective
orking. urely God will not fail. Surely that seed will grow and
triumph. And there will be a day of glory. oy
5 iJSe:;lsi Itrt;en :clli;n; to the apostles and talks of a “great harvest.”
- conViCtioieth e }v1v1th h.ope base.d on what cannot be seen. It is
— at the re'flllty of this scene is very different from
— gg . s.l{esu(si did not see the Father at work any more
—_— in;it ed ea;‘1 the Father’s word, and he believed. We,
was’visible ed to hear the Father’s word and believe. What
s was surface. What was basic was known only
ugh a hearing. Jesus heard the Father, and the Father was
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the witness. The Father does see His own actions in the heart of
each person in the crowd, the invitations from the Spirit to love,
to trust, the history of each one’s life in relation to God. The
Father does see His own determination to save. The Father
knows the effectiveness of His own work. He speaks that in our
ears. And by choosing to believe, we enter into a vision of the
world asit really is, a world being invaded by the Godhead. The
great harvest looms immense in the believer’s consciousness.

Here is another example to illustrate the nature of the faith
experience. Chris loves Marie very much, but she is not so taken
with him. She does go out with him regularly, but she’s not
interested in getting closer. In fact, she’s looking around for
someone new. She never says this to Chris. Whenever he
professes his love to her, she responds in the same words, but for
her it’s just a form. Now Chris actually knows this because one
day he overheard Marie on the phone when she spoke of how
limited her love for him is. He never lets her know.

But nothing better for Marie comes along, and they keep on
dating. And gradually Marie changes. She falls in love with
Chris. This fills her with delight. She tells him of her love, but
she must use the same words she has been using all along. She
notices that Chris is not all that delighted—no matter how
often she tells him of her love.

Something has happened inside Marie. An event has taken
place within her. She has become strongly attached to Chris. It
fills her with delight. But Chris does not know about it. If he
were to realize the change, he would be delighted. Marie wishes
that there were a way whereby Chris could become aware of
what has happened inside her, could share in her awareness. If
only there was a way his consciousness and hers could
inter-penetrate.

God is in that same situation with us. He is quite aware of His
decision to love us. He is conscious of His affection for us. But
we are not. The data we have are ambiguous. They don’t decide
the issue. But with God there is a way for Him to penetrate our
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consciousness and to make us aware of what only He knows, mitment to the poor. We never get past faith in this life, and
We call that action of God the faith experience. Through it we faith is not a seeing,'but a hea'lrmg. S e e
share in the divine consciousness. We come to know what we “Of course, God is here with all His fI?ilg Yt : ;he i of
could never know by our reasoning on the surface data. invited to affirm that, and enabled to affirm it, by

Here is a description of faith taken from Sacramentum Mundi: faith.

When you believe, you share in the divine consciousness.

Faith is a divinizing, supernatural participation in the very

life of God. It is a personal encounter.... God offers you His

friendship bu disclosing the secret of His divine ‘

consciousness, and you enter God’s intimacy. !4 '
Jesus felt himself invited to affirm God’s love for Israel no
matter how abandoned they appeared. Under the indications
of abandonment, in a secret working, God was present deliver-
ing His people. To become aware of this produces great joy in
us. Such is the nature of the gift of faith.

Faith, then, operates apart from seeing the evidence. It is a
form of hearing someone who sees what we do not see. The
words of this witness invite us to believe. If we believe, we pass
( out of the illusion that the surface presents, and we enter a

deeper truth.

[ The path to true faith is the opposite of the path to false faith.
Instead of ignoring those scenes where God appears to be
absent, the believer seeks them out! The worst possible
situations are the best for hearing God’s voice. Christians have
persistently sought out the lepers, the abandoned, the starving,
the wretched—those whom God seems to have turned His back
on. It is among them that His voice can be heard. Where else
would the loving Father be except among His most needy
children!

If I work among the needy in the hope that I will soon see
great changes, I will not stay long in this work. Only the
consolations that the Lord alone can give can sustain the
believer in the midst of apparent ineffectiveness. The believer
knows that God is helping the poor, not because of this or that
indication, but because he knows the Lord and His com-
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